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Healing Through Reading: Bibliotherapy 
Liberal Studies Fall 2010 Senior Capstone  
California State University Monterey Bay  
By Cierra Van Treese 
ABSTRACT 
For some children the joy and innocence of childhood is cut short when they face, or are 
overwhelmed by traumatic events. Bibliotherapy seeks to begin and encourage the healing 
process in children as they relate and connect to characters within a book. Connecting children to 
appopriate books is one of the most crucial aspects of bibiliotherapy, however, because libraries, 
books stores and book lists do not organize books by subject, an online resource which provides a 
list of good, quality books arranged by subject was needed in order for children to be able to 
explore and connect for themselves. The design of the website and the resources provided have 
turned out to be successful, and as the website grows to become more inclusive, its impact of 
connecting people to books will likewise grow.  
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Backstory:  
  
 Books hold a great power. They allow the reader to transport themselves to another place, 
another life, another situation, and experience things through someone else's eyes. They are a 
learning tool, a discovery zone, and sometimes they are even a mirror. Books allow the 
imagination of both children and adults to soar, to be inspired, and to hopefully understand more 
about themselves and the world.  
 Books have played an important role in my own life, and the most influential book came 
to me at the age of 9. My fourth grade teacher gave the class a book list, asking us to choose one 
book and to write a book report on it. I wrote down a few names that interested me and went to 
the bookstore with my mother. We left the store with two books, Trumpet of the Swan and 
Bridge to Terabithia. I decided to read Trumpet of the Swan because my best friend was also 
reading that story. I placed Bridge to Terabithia on my bookshelf for another day. I didn't think 
about the book again until almost two years later.  
 It was the summer after my seventh grade year. My best friend had just suffered a brain 
aneurysm during the last week of school, and had tragically died. I was lost without him. I picked 
up Bridge to Terabithia, looking for a distraction, for solace and comfort. What I found was so 
much more. As I read about Jess and Leslie's friendship, I remembered Alex's and mine. I began 
to think about how much fun we had, and not about the pain of losing him. When Leslie 
suddenly died, I cried harder than I had in any other book I had read before. However, the story, 
just like mine, didn't end with Leslie's death. It continues on, as Jess searches for understanding, 
closure and hope, all of which I found along with him. When I turned the last page, I no longer 
felt so alone, confused or lost. I had found myself again.   
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 Every child should have the opportunity to connect with a book, with reading, in the way 
I learned from Bridge to Terabithia. Good stories speak universal truths to the reader, no matter 
where they are in his or her life. Although what one person gets out of a book will not be exactly 
what someone else gleans from the experience, they are both discovering and finding insights 
together.  
 Books are an important tool in the classroom, and should be used to allow children to 
have these experiences. Literature in a classroom should not only encourage and foster a love of 
reading, but should also speak to children honestly about their world. The books teachers ask 
their student's to read should grab them by the hand and take them into a place where they can 
learn about themselves and the people around them, about other cultures, viewpoints and lives.  
 Furthermore, children need to be exposed to books that not only teach them about other 
cultures, but children also need to have their identity affirmed through literature. When children 
are able to find themselves in a book, and to connect to characters and situations that are similar 
to their own lives, they can begin to further discover and recognize who they are and the 
potential for who they might become. My goal is to be able to begin the process of helping 
children find books they connect to and identify with, so that they might have a similar 
experience of hope and healing through reading, just as I was able to do with Bridge to 
Terabithia.   
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Problem Statement:  
 
 Childhood is a time where children are able to play, create, imagine, discover and grow 
into healthy, successful adults. However, childhood is rarely a picturesque experience, and 
although all children experience stressful events as they grow up, for some children the joy and 
innocence of childhood is cut short when they face, or are overwhelmed by traumatic events.  
 Bibliotherapy seeks to begin and encourage the healing process in children as they relate 
and connect to characters within a book. Connecting children to appropriate books is one of the 
most crucial aspects of bibliotherapy, however libraries, books stores and book lists do not 
organize books by subject. Instead, book lists are often organized by title and author, and many 
times give no additional information and thus leave a child to the fate of picking out a book by 
mere guesswork or judging a book by its cover.   
 A comprehensive resource needs to be developed which organizes books by subject, and 
provides additional information of the book past just the title and author, such as a summary of 
the plot and themes along with reviews by previous readers. 
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Literature Review:  
 
 Childhood is a time where children are able to play, create, imagine, discover and grow 
into healthy, successful adults. However, childhood is rarely a picturesque experience, and 
although all children experience stressful events as they grow up, for some children the joy and 
innocence of childhood is cut short when they face, or are overwhelmed by traumatic events.  
 Trauma in childhood can be either a one-time occurrence, such as a death of a loved one, 
or can occur multiple times such as in sexual abuse (2009; Grosmisch, 2010; Murray 2010).  
Children who experience one traumatic life event may be diagnosed with type one post traumatic 
stress disorder, have trouble sleeping, nightmares, flashbacks of the event, and hyper vigilance, 
which can then lead to depression or anxiety in adulthood (Grosmisch, 2010; Murray 2010). 
Type II post-traumatic stress disorder appears in children who have experienced repeated trauma 
(2009; Grosmisch, 2010; Murray, 2010). Many of the symptoms or effects are the same, however 
children who are exposed to repeated traumatic events often experience increased fear and 
emotional numbness (2009; Grosmisch 2010).  
 According to the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (2009), 
childhood trauma can have serious long-term effects and often extends into adulthood as it can 
be related to depression, conduct disorder, attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, panic disorder, 
obsessive-compulsive disorder, and other antisocial or violent behaviors. However, the damage 
that trauma and abuse cause on a child's well being can be significantly diminished.  
 Early intervention close to the event or events, such as familial and outside support, and 
having a safe environment where a child's basic needs are met, allow the child to safely begin to 
process the event, find understanding and begin healing (2009; Grosmisch, 2010). An important 
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aspect of the healing process is when a child interacts with others who have gone through similar 
experiences and life events. This is often seen through bibliotherapy.  
 Bibliotherapy acknowledges the power of books and their effectiveness in helping 
another person come to terms with their own lives and experiences (Jones, 2006). Bibliotherapy 
encompasses a wide range of genres, from self-help books to fiction; bibliotherapy seeks to 
provide support and understanding (Jones, 2006; Brewster, 2008). Bibliotherapy typically has 
three subsections: self-help or non-fiction books which provide advise, creative bibliotherapy 
which focuses on the use of fiction, poetry, biographies and creative writing to improve mental 
health and well being, and informal bibliotherapy which focuses on reading groups and 
recommendations given by others (Brewster, 2008).    
 Creative bibliotherapy specifically has been used to explore children's feelings and self-
esteem, their own experiences and ability to relate to others and other characters, as well as 
boosting their own understanding, self-esteem and ability to adjust and deal with the changes in 
their lives (Amer, 1999; Cohen, 1987; Gates 1980). Books also allow an opportunity for children 
to explore and develop their own feelings and attitudes about the world around them (Mosher, 
2001).  Finally, as a character finds understanding for themselves, the reader can also mirror that 
into his or her own life and often experiences the beginning of closure, healing and the 
restoration of wholeness.   
 The steps for successful bibliotherapy include defining the specific problem the child is 
experiencing, creating goals and activities to address that problem, selecting the appropriate book 
for the situation, incorporating reading and post-reading activities or reflections and then 
evaluating the effects bibliotherapy had on the child (Dyches, Johnstun, Johnstun, & Prater, 
2006; Jones 2008).   
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 When children are faced with a traumatic life event which could have resounding effects 
on the rest of their lives, books can provide support, understanding and guidance through what is 
termed bibliotherapy. This type of therapy through the use of books is most effective when a 
book or resource is carefully selected for a child’s specific needs or situation, and when reading 
and post-reading reflections are incorporated to help the child think carefully about their own 
lives and what he or she is learning. Once a child has been able to connect to a book or character 
and starts to deal with his or her own experiences, the negative traumatic effects can be reduced 
and the healing process begins.   
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Project Proposal and Community Partner:  
 
 For my capstone project of Fall 2010, I have collaborated with the Seaside and Marina 
Public Libraries in order to create a comprehensive resource of books for children and young 
adults which deal with difficult themes. The themes the librarians and I have chosen to 
specifically address are those of racism, homophobia, disabilities, the loss of a loved one, and 
broken families. We chose these five areas because we believe they are not only widely 
experienced, but are of particular importance in the diverse area of Monterey that we live in.  
 Our vision is to create a website that is more than just a book list, and provides 
summaries of the books suggested, and reviews from previous readers. We want to include these 
resources so that children and young adults can find the right book for their interest or situation 
instead of just choosing a book by its cover or title, which is all most book lists allow for.  
 The completed website itself will be the evidence of my project and my deliverable 
aspect of the project. Once I have completed the website, I will present it to the Marina and 
Seaside Libraries which then they can post a link to on their own websites and perhaps the 
Monterey County Public Library website as well.  
  I will also hold a workshop with a group of students in order to introduce them to the 
website and begin to connect children with books and start the process of healing in their lives. 
The workshop will consist of anywhere from five to twenty students, depending on who is 
available to show up and responds to our advertising, and there will be two meetings. The first as 
an introduction and to show them the website and suggest books, the second to check back with 
them in a week to two weeks in order to assess how the students enjoyed the books they chose 
and if the website was useful and successful. 
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Significance:  
 
 Bibliotherapy seeks to begin or encourage the healing process in children as they explore 
their feelings and experiences in order to relate to others and other characters who are going 
through similar difficulty in their lives. It is the hope that books can provide support and 
understanding so that as the characters search and find understanding for themselves, the readers 
can also mirror that back into their own lives and wholeness can begin to be restored.  
 One of the most important aspects of effective bibliotherapy, is finding the appropriate 
book for each child and that the book is something he or she is interested in reading. Because 
libraries, books stores and book lists do not organize books by subject, a resource which provides 
a list of good, quality books arranged by subject is needed in order for children to be able to 
explore for themselves. Furthermore, many book lists only provide the name of a book and the 
author, therefore leaving one up to finding out more about the book on their own through 
different resources, which can be time consuming and frustrating.  
 What makes this project unique is that by creating a comprehensive website which 
provides books organized by subject, with descriptions, reviews and an area for further reading 
and reflection, children and adults alike will be able to explore the website, and find a book 
which fits their specific interest and needs more readily.  
 The main purpose in adding descriptions and reviews of the book is so that the reader 
doesn't have to simply "choose a book by it's cover" but can make an informed decision about 
which book, or books, he or she would most enjoy reading. After the description of the book, 
there will be the review section, where other readers can read about how someone else responded 
to the book. This is a nice addition because it goes beyond the summery of just talking about 
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what the book is about, but allows a reader to find out how the book impacted another person in 
a positive way.  
 This website is also beneficial because it is in a public domain and can be accessed by 
children around the world, instead of a book list distributed in a certain area or a small workshop 
held for a limited number of children. This website makes a broader impact by being accessible 
to the vast area of the internet and by bridging the gaps between children wanting to read, and 
allowing them to make that first step towards the right book to engage them, encourage them and 
hopefully spark a love for reading in young minds as well.   
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Assessment:  
 
 The method I will be using in order to assess the successfulness and helpfulness of my 
project will be a survey handed out to members of the two workshops I conducted, as well as to 
the staff at the Monterey County Libraries in Seaside and Marina, along with other random 
participants from the libraries, California State University Monterey Bay and the Monterey 
Peninsula College who will be introduced to the website and asked to fill out the survey based on 
their impressions.  
 This survey is anonymous and is the best tool for assessing the successfulness of the 
project because it allows for participants to be asked specific questions while gleaming opinions 
from a wide range of people in order to see how useful this website turned out to be. There will 
also be an area for further comments and suggestions, in order to allow participants to offer their 
thoughts for improvement.  
 Furthermore, when I was able to conduct the two workshops for students at the Monterey 
County Libraries, they each were given a notebook in order to write down and express what they 
were dealing with or going through, what they were learning from the book they were lead to, 
and how of if that book was an effective bibliotherapy tool.  
 The journals had no specific format from me, and when completed by the students, I will 
retain a copy of two of them in order to submit with my results and final capstone project as 
evidence to the successfulness of bibliotherapy in general.  
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Results:   In order to assess my capstone project, I conducted a survey which was handed out to members of the two workshops I conducted, as well as to the staff at the Monterey County Libraries in Seaside and Marina, along with other random participants from the libraries, California State University Monterey Bay and the Monterey Peninsula College who were introduced to the website and asked to fill out the survey based on their impressions.    Almost all of the results I received back were positive. The first question the survey asked was whether or not the website was easy to navigate, and I was very surprised and pleased that every survey response had replied "very easy." Furthermore, all of the responses said the book summaries were helpful or somewhat helpful, with a few responses commenting on how a few of the books described were not available at the libraries or local bookstores. Over 70% (42 of the 58 surveys) said they would recommend the website to others and over half said they would use the website in the future themselves.    When it came to describing how the website was different than other booklists or resources the respondents cited how the website was organized by subject, which was praised across the board, along with how the website had included pictures of the books, which added a more visual appeal with the summaries and reviews. This was very encouraging as the website  being a unique and helpful resource was one of the main outcomes I was aiming for.   Many students and respondents expressed a desire for the website to be expanded 
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in order to include more books on each topic along with additional categories. Some of the most suggested categories included bullying, abuse, eating disorders, and to break up the disabilities category into physical disabilities, mental disabilities and terminal illnesses such as cancer. The libraries and I agree that the website can and will continue to be expanded to include more topics with as many good, quality books as possible. I also received some suggestions for books the students had read and enjoyed, and I will be looking into those books and continuing to post and expand the website in the future.   One aspect that is disappointing for me in terms of the website is how many of the books which deal with controversial or difficult topics such as gay and lesbian youth or a death in the family are either out of print, or not available in the county public libraries or carried in the local bookstores. Although this poses a problem and makes some of the books less accessible to a wide range of people, I did make sure all of the books I included in the website could be ordered over amazon.com for less than ten dollars.    A reason I came across as to why the books which dealt with tough or honest issues children faced in their everyday lives were challenged, banned or out of print was because many adults see children as needing to be sheltered or protected from the realities of the world, or from difficult ideas and information. According to the ALA, the American Library association, the top three reasons cited for challenging materials is because they were considered "sexually explicit," contained "offensive language," or were "unsuited to any age group" with violence and homosexuality as the next two reasons why a children's book is not offered at a public library. There are organizations which are fighting for children's (and authors') rights to the freedom of speech and against book banning such as kidSPEAK, Bookstore People, the United Students Against Book Banning along with other free speech 
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groups which have become a part of the cause and joining up with one or a few of these organizations might be another good way in the future to get the website out and to continue to expand it.   Conducting the workshops was another very positive aspect of my capstone project. In the workshop I held at the Monterey County Library in Seaside, eight students showed up between the ages of 8 and 15, We met twice, the first to give them a notebook in order to journal in, and to show them the website so they could use it as a resource to connect them to a book which they could identify with. The students who gathered journaled about dealing with a variety of difficult issues from a brother and sister who had just lost their mom to cancer, to the youngest girl who had just finished her last chemotherapy treatment after being diagnosed with Leukemia. After they had journaled what they were interested in reading more about, they were given the option to talk about it as a group or to simply go onto the website and see if they could find a book which they were interested in. All but one of the students wanted to talk about it in a group, and as each child shared their experiences, we all were able to grow and encourage each other. All the students left with a book to read and when we met again a week and a half later, it was to talk about how successful the experience was for them.    The youngest girl who had just finished treatment for Leukemia read Zink by Cherie Bennett. She said she loved Zink because even though it had a fantasy element to it which was engaging, the main character still had real emotions in facing the disease and seemed so realistic. She said, "I liked Zink because the emotions Becky had about the disease were very much like my own and it felt like she was really telling me the truth about how hard it was for her without trying to say, like everyone else does, that it's just going to be okay in 
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the end, like, I know it was for me, but sometimes you just want someone to listen to you being afraid." Her response to the book was exactly what I, and she, had been hoping for. Through reading, she was able to connect to a story and begin to make sense of not only how lucky she was to be in remission, but also said, "I know if my Leukemia comes back, no matter what happens, it's not going to be so bad because if Becky could be at peace with it, so can I."    There were many other encouraging remarks and conversations I was able to have with the children, and I loved being able to work with them in such a small group. We opened up to each other as I told them about my own experience with losing my best friend and how Bridge to Terabithia helped me understand I wasn’t alone in the world and began the healing process in my own life. Once I had told my story, the kids seemed to relax around me and were much more open about sharing what was going on in their own lives, and I was very glad I had decided to share my own story with them.    Although the website will continue to grow and expand, I wish that I could continue to meet with kids individually or in small groups like this one in order to have a more personal aspect to the process of bibliotherapy. However, as I can't be everywhere at once, the website will be able, and has been able, to connect children and young adults with books which they can identify with much more broadly than I could imagine doing or reaching as a single person.     In working with the Monterey County Library in Seaside and Marina I learned that people can be very enthusiastic about a project and wanting to get involved, but are not necessarily able to follow through on their promises. For instance, the librarians I talked to and presented to on both sites were encouraging and excited about my project, they both 
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helped me find books and decide upon which categories to address on the website specifically. However, we had wanted to be able to publish a link to Healing Through Reading on the Monterey County Library webpage, which did not go through as the board in charge said the website’s theme was too sensitive and they couldn’t endorse books which they did not have at their libraries. Furthermore, I was supposed to conduct two separate workshops, one at the Library in Seaside, and one in Marina. The workshop planning in Marina fell through as the librarian became busy with her own life and was no longer able to help me plan a sufficient time to hold a workshop in that location.    Another thing I learned about the logistics of planning a workshop was that the optimal time for a workshop was around 4:00 to 5:00 pm, as that is after school gets out but before most dinner times. I was also really glad that I was able to buy new, blank journals for the children who came to the workshop and provided pens and pencils for them to write with as well.    In the end, the Healing Through Reading website has been and will continue to be a success, and as it grows and expands, so will its, and by an extent, my impact will also grow. Holding the workshop in Seaside and being able to talk to the children on two different occasions about their lives was so rich and I am very thankful for the journey we all embarked upon together. I can only hope to have similar experiences in the future and bring what I have learned into my future classroom.      
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Appendix:  
 
 Below is a copy of the survey which was posted on the website and handed out. 
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Pictures of the website at www.healingthroughreading.wordpress.com:  
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